Michigan Reading Journal
Volume 35

Issue 2

Article 8

January 2003

Personal Writing and Basics: Reflections from a Writing Project
Summer Institute
Ron Sudol

Follow this and additional works at: https://scholarworks.gvsu.edu/mrj

Recommended Citation
Sudol, Ron (2003) "Personal Writing and Basics: Reflections from a Writing Project Summer Institute,"
Michigan Reading Journal: Vol. 35 : Iss. 2 , Article 8.
Available at: https://scholarworks.gvsu.edu/mrj/vol35/iss2/8

From The Teachers & Writers Guide to Classic American Literature, edited by Christopher Edgar and Gary Lenhart,
2001, New York, NY: Teachers & Writers Collaborative. Copyright 2001 by Teachers & Writers Collaborative.
Reprinted with permission.
This work is brought to you for free and open access by ScholarWorks@GVSU. It has been accepted for inclusion in
Michigan Reading Journal by an authorized editor of ScholarWorks@GVSU. For more information, please contact
scholarworks@gvsu.edu.

RON SUDOL

Personal Writing and Basics
Reflections from a Writing Project Summer Institute
Ron Sudol is associate provost at Oakland University, where he is also
professor of rhetoric and director of the Meadow Brook Writing Project. He
is co-editor of three volumes of essays on various aspects of literacy, most
recently The Literacy Standard

T

he Meadow Brook Writing Project at
Oakland University is one of over 17 5
writing project sites, including ~ight in
Michigan, franchised by the N atlonal
Writing Project primarily with funds from the U.
S. Department of Education. Writing project
sites are almost always located in universities,
where they create partnerships with schools and
school districts to offer programs on writing and
other language arts to teachers and administrators. The crown jewel of any writing project is
the invitational summer institute at which 15 or
20 carefully selected teachers from across grade
levels and disciplines work together intensively
for four or five weeks on writing-how it is
learned, how it is taught, and, especially, how it is
done. Writing Project Fellows, as they are called,
apply their collective wisdom and experience
to the challenges of teaching writing by engaging in focused inquiry and research leading to
individual 90-minute demonstrations shared with
and critiqued by the other fellows and eventually
with colleagues in their home schools and school
districts.
As a close observer of the conversations and
productions of the participants in the invitational
summer institute during the past 2 years, I welcome this opportunity to share some reflections
about best practice in the teaching of writing, its
relationship with literacy teaching and assessment
in general, and the teaching and learning process
itself. The summer institute provides a fertile field
for such reflection because it involves experienced
and successful teachers in a process of critical
review of what is happening in schools-what
works and what doesn't, and how to bring about
change.
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Teachers as writers
The most distinctive feature of the invitational
institute is the notion that a teacher of writing
should be a writer. Reading teachers, like the rest of
us, are readers, and when they teach reading, they
are teaching what they do habitually. But how many
of us are habitual writers? We know how to write,
to be sure, but are we writers? Teachers who have
attended writing project summer institutes feel comfortable identifying themselves as writers because
they do extensive writing during and after the program. Typically, writing project fellows write four
pieces of various types during the summer institute.
The effort invested in doing so, including working
with peer editing groups, sharing drafts, and doing
laborious re-writes, invariably helps teachers better
understand how writing is learned and how it can
be taught. Moreover, the writing they produce is
spectacularly good, suggesting that people attracted
to teaching writing really are writers who just have
not been offered enough opportunities to just write.
Given opportunity, motivation, and collegial support, however, they produce reams of good stuff.
After just 2 years in existence, the Meadow Brook
Writing Project's 27 fellows have produced enough
good writing to fill two volumes of our soon-to-bepublished anthology In the Company of Writers.

The power of personal writing
Although the tasks imposed by the writing project
program require some academic and expository
writing, the pieces that fellows almost invariably
choose to include in the anthology as representative
of their best work take the form of personal narrative, fiction, or poetry. No one will be surprised
that this is the case. Personal writing opens a
broad range of possible subjects and perspectives;

MICHIGAN READING JOURNAL

SUDOL

encourages the creation of a distinctive sense of
attractive to teachers whose preparation has been
voice, persona, and audience; and allows the kind
in English and language arts . Fortunately, teachers
of sharing that binds us with others. The desire to
in language arts are a highly diverse cohort whose
weave a narrative that ensnares a reader in willing
specialties extend the horizontal integration and
bondage to a text is a powerful incentive, and when
may include literature in various periods and genres,
we succeed in implicating a reader in our stories,
linguistics, grammar, journalism, mass media,
there is good reason to be proud. They feel, to use
theater, drama, speech, reading, creative writing,
the fashionable locution, a sense
rhetoric, and composition. Such
'English' includes more
of empowerment. Writing project
broad horizontal integration
teachers are typically mid-career than spelling and grammar.
supports a highly productive
professionals, often having 20
cross-fertilization of ideas
Our reach should extend
years or more of experience ..
and helps us make the case in
broadly across the educational
One of our fellows told us, in a
public arenas that "English"
significant foreshadowing of her experience of students.
includes more than spelling
writing project experience, that
and grammar. Our reach should
during the previous year she had
extend broadly across the
told her husband she would be taking night classes.
educational experience of students, and the summer
institute enables the kinds of conversations that
In fact, however, she was not enrolled in any class.
She had dutifully gone off to a library several
enrich that experience.
evenings a week for a year and wrote a novel, a
Connecting Vertically
chapter of which she read to rave reviews at the
Vertical integration, on the other hand, connects
summer institute.
us across grade levels. Both of our institutes have
Somewhat ironically, the writing fellows experience
included the full spectrum, literally K through 16,
writing in the institute in ways they may not have
and participants noted how unusual it is for any
experienced it since their elementary years. As
program dealing with curriculum to embrace such
middle school, high school, and college students,
a range of teachers. Rarely in school districts or
these teachers, together with everyone else, would
even in individual school buildings do teachers have
have been taught to write with a thesis, provide
an opportunity to actually work with colleagues
clear exposition, make effective arguments, and
who teach different grades of the same subject.
support every contention with a reference. The
This isolation from the colleagues who teach our
urgency of this kind of academic and functional
students before they arrive in September and the
writing gradually increases with each successive
ones who will teach them after they leave in June
grade level. An academic life that reaches its climax
has been widely enough felt that The College Board
in a summer institute brings the teachers full circle
has invested in the development of "English Vertito where they began-back to expressive writing.
cal Teams" (EVTs ). An EVT consisting of, say, a
I would like to pursue the implications of this
teacher from grades 4, 7, 10, and 12, is supported
cycle and the significance of personal writing as its
by a school or school district to align a curriculum
beginning and ending points by delving a little more
vertically in order to reduce needless repetition and
deeply into what happens in writing project summer
assure coverage and reinforcement of topics at the
institutes.
most appropriate points through the sequence of
grades. Although The College Board promotes the
Connecting Horizontally
development of vertical teams in several subjects as
A summer institute is notable for its horizontal
a way to help more students qualify for high school
and vertical integration. The horizontal integration
advanced placement courses, the concept applies
refers to the range of interests and specialties of
admirably to any effort to get teachers reinvested in
the individual participants. At Meadow Brook, we
the subjects they teach.
have invited one social studies teacher and one
If you teach fifth grade year after year for 20 years,
math teacher to be summer fellows. Certainly we
you
acquire impressive expertise on how to manage
would welcome more representation from across
what fifth graders can and cannot do, but doing
the disciplines, though the program is clearly more
WINTER
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so may be somewhat at the expense of the bigger
picture and, in any case, is at odds with the student's
experience of school as a progressive series of steps.
What happens in the fifth-grade classroom may
have more to do with previous fifth graders than
with where this year's fifth graders have been and
are going. A commonplace analogy from physics
may be helpful here-the alternative dimensions
of particle, wave, and field. A particular fifth-grade
class belongs to the particle dimension-intense,
focused, and static. In the wave dimension, it
becomes part of a dynamic continuum, such as we
see in the vertical integration of writing project
fellows. Fourth grade and sixth grade thus help
to define fifth grade. In the field dimension, a
fifth-grade class is entwined in networks, matrices,
and relationships such as we see in the horizontal
integration of writing projects.

dissertation, but the essential outcome is roughly the
same-self-propelled discovery aided by either the
kindergarten teacher or the dissertation advisor.

In another sense, though, the kindergarten teacher
and the university professor (as distinct from the
dissertation advisor) are polar opposites. Whereas
the kindergarten teacher is intent on learning itself
rather than any particular subject, the university
professor is intent on teaching a subject. One is
focused on the student's learning; the other is
focused on his or her own teaching =an activity
that is deeply embedded in the subject matter. One
asks empathetically, "What can I do to help the student learn?" The other asks, with a generous heart,
"What can I give that will enrich the subject?"
There is nothing pernicious in these differences. It is
simply one way of describing the arc of a student's
movement through the educational system. With
advancement to each new grade level, the student
Teachers of old and young
experiences a little less attention to learning and
Observing the dynamic interactions of the vertical
a little more attention to the teacher teaching the
integration of the summer institute has been revealsubject. From grade to grade the process becomes
ing and rewarding to me as a writing project direcincrementally less student-centered and more
tor and university professor and helps explain why a
teacher-centered. Here is a scene familiar to anyone
kindergarten teacher and a
who has been in a
Teachers in higher education ... bring
university professor can be
writing project sumto the table new theories, practices, and
part of the same institute
mer institute: On the
and learn from each other.
techniques, and the teachers in the lower
day an elementary
"What do a kindergarten
teacher
is doing her
grades bring vivid reminders about attending
demonstration, she
teacher and the director of to student learning.
has so much material
a doctoral dissertation have
to
share and use that
most in common?" "In
she needs a luggage cart to wheel it into the room.
what way are a kindergarten teacher and a university
There's
paper, glue, scissors, objects, and stuff of
professor most dissimilar?" Although it has taken me
all sorts, and the session itself is notable for the
awhile to figure this out, I think the answers to these
amount of activity the aging fellows in the audience
questions lead to a fundamental truth about the work
are obligated to perform. Clearly, this elementary
that we do. The kindergarten teacher is wholly preocschool teacher has mastered techniques for getting
cupied with student learning. The student's entire
children to learn things. After a succession of demworld lies waiting to be learned and discovered, and
onstrations of this sort, one of our college teachers
the teacher's role is to facilitate the student's learnwondered, in the title of her own more academic
ing about how that world works. After 20 years of
demonstration, "How can I bring the glitter and the
schooling, the student survivor who is now writing
glue to community college writing?" This bemused
a dissertation comes full circle. Once more, a world
question is right on target and reflects the power of
waits to be discovered, but it is no longer the whole
the summer institute's vertical integration. Teachworld but the minute piece of it fenced off by the
ers in higher education and those who may have
dissertation topic. Like the kindergarten teacher, the
been doing advanced study bring to the table new
dissertation director nudges the learner along toward
theories, practices, and techniques, and the teachers
discovery and independence. Of course, being in
in the lower grades bring vivid reminders about
kindergarten must surely be more fun than writing a
attending to student learning.
34
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Teachers of students in the middle
Not surprisingly, the middle school grades should
bring teaching and learning into balance, and this
pr~carious balancing act may help explain why
middle school teaching presents special challenges.
Indeed, the Meadow Brook Writing Project has
targeted the challenges of teaching middle school
writing as an area where we are making extra efforts
and expending extra resources.
What happens in middle school writing? Students
arrive here having played with language in narrative forms for 6 or more years. Now, the teachers
realize, these students need to get their writing
organized and learn how to sustain and develop
an idea over several pages. The functional and
academic purposes of writing start to displace the
expressive purposes that served so well in the lower
grades. Writing is starting to become a subject that
can be taught, and before long students are following formulas like the infamous five-paragraph
essay. Every defense of the five-paragraph format
refers to the teacher's need, especially in middle
school, to actually show students how writing is
done. Showing how to do it is, of course, what we
do when we teach. Opponents of the five-paragraph
format point out that such formulaic teaching comes
at the expense of student learning. Students don't
have to think much in order to follow a formula.
Those ofus in the writing project who teach college
freshman have been unanimous in the observation
that their writing is not significantly better as freshmen than what it probably was in middle school.
In the intervening years, there seems to have been
more teaching than learning. Variations in the rate
of developmental processes certainly account for
most of this leveling off. Setting aside these variations, however, another culprit might be a heavy
pedagogical approach to functional and academic
writing.

Genre diffusion
I would not want to argue for less functional and
academic writing in school or even for less instruction in how to do it. In fact, I think there should
be more of it, not less, but it should be spread out
across the grades more evenly by starting earlier.
Third graders can do comparison and contrast.
Fourth graders can make arguments. Fifth graders
can analyze. At the same time, expressive writing
WINTER

should not be seen as child's play that needs to
be gradually displaced by the more serious work.
Stud~nts can practice and learn by doing expressive,
functional, and academic writing in every grade and
across the curriculum-vertically and horizontally.
Each type of writing can help develop the student
writer's repertory of communicative skills.
I started these reflections by observing how the
teachers in the writing project summer institute
seemed interested in and most proud of their
accomplishments in expressive forms of writing
and that this tendency seemed to bring them in a
circle to where they started as children. There is one
big difference, though. The writing project teachers writing their personal narratives do so with an
intense self-awareness. Coached and prodded by the
peer review process, they weigh every syntactical
lexical, and rhetorical choice. They play out their'
stories with deep sensitivity to the transactional
nature of all writing. Expressive writing for them is
not an easy indulgence but an occasion for relentless revision. If the three types of writing I have
identified are to be more evenly spread out across
the grades, expressive writing in high school should
be more rigorous. Just as third, fourth, and fifth
graders can do exposition, argument, and analysis,
so too high school students can be held accountable
for narratives that really work. They are capable
of becoming-like their teachers in the writing
project-self-reflexive about their expressive
writing. Through practice and guidance they should
learn how to make the best syntactical, lexical, and
rhetorical choices. These are the basics of writing.
They are the basics that apply to writing of all types.

Conclusion: High-stakes testing
and writing
This idea that the basics of writing are pan-generic
is reflected in the MEAP writing assessments.
The developers of the assessment and curriculum
framework, of which I was one, resisted the commonplace notion that the writing assessments
across g~ade levels should be based on a hierarchy
of genenc types, such as personal writing in
elementary school, expository in middle school
'
and argumentative in high school. Instead, the
writing prompts on the MEAP are not genrespecific and invite the student to make critical
choices about approach and genre. It has been
2003
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quite disheartening, therefore, to learn that some
teachers advise weaker students to tell a funny
or vividly emotional story on the writing assessments, as if personal narrative were some primitive
skill unaffected by years of teaching and learning.
What could be more self-defeating for the educational enterprise? Some time during the summer
institute we experience some venting by teachers
about standardized assessment. Their annoyance
is understandable because these are the teachers

whose students are already doing more good writing than is needed to perform well on the MEAP.
But they and their students are the exceptions. We
need to invest energy not in fighting or subverting
assessment but making it better and improving the
teaching and learning environments that enable
students to write better. Personal writing has a
significant place in that effort if it is treated as a
rigorous and thought-provoking activity spread
across the grade levels.

Teachers who may be interested in learning more about writing project programs have eight local sites to choose from in
Michigan. They are at Eastern Michigan University, Saginaw
Valley State University, Oakland University, the University of
Michigan, Ferris State University, Michigan State University,
Western Michigan University, and Northern Michigan University.
To obtain contact information for any of these sites or to learn
more about the writing project concept, visit the National Writing
Project web site at
http://writingproject.org/.
The URL for the Meadow Brook Writing Project is
http://www3.oakland.edu/oakland/mbwp.
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